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UNIFIED YET SEPARATED  
 
 
Empirical Study on the Impact of Hierarchical Positions within Communities of 
Learning 
 
by Martin Rehm 
 
 
Communities of Learning (CoL) are promoted to foster interpersonal knowledge transfer 
among participants of organizational training initiatives. However, past research has 
largely neglected hierarchical positions as a major obstacle to collaborative learning 
processes.  Yet,  in  practice,  evidence  has  shown  that  top  management  will  exhibit  a  
drive to dominate discussions and reinforce the prevailing status quo, while lower level 
management often has been found to face a certain fear of speaking up in front of their 
supervisors. This dissertation addresses this shortcoming by providing empirical 
evidence  from  25  CoL  of  a  global  organization.  The  results  clearly  indicate  that  the  
higher participants’ hierarchical position, the higher their level of activity and the 
higher  their  performance.  By  incorporating  these  insights  into  future  CoL,  HRD  
managers can better design and facilitate collaborative learning activities, e.g. 
implement a mentoring system or instruct facilitators to pro-actively connect 
participants, that contribute to the learning experience of all participants. 
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